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SOLOMON NORTHUP 



Born a free man in New York State in 1808, Solomon Northup was kidnapped as a young man and sold into slavery 
for twelve years. His tragic story began one day in 1841 when he accepted an offer of good wages for temporary 
work as a violinist in New York City only to find himself drugged, chained, and locked in a slave pen in Washington, 
DC with all his identification papers stolen. The irony was not lost on Mr. Northup who later eloquently wrote of 
the incomprehensibility of being hand-cuffed and herded in silence through the streets of Washington, the "Capital 
of a nation, whose theory of government... rests on the foundation of man's inalienable right to life, LIBERTY, and 
the pursuit of happiness." Years later he would describe his experience of being shipped to Louisiana and sold to 
plantation owners as "dismal phases of a long, protracted dream." 

Twelve years later, Mr. Northup managed to secretly send a message to his family who enlisted the help of the New 
York governor in the lengthy battle to find and free him. Finally, after more than a decade of physical labor, sickness, 
and inhumane conditions, he was rescued. After being reunited with his wife and daughters, he took an active role 
in the abolitionist movement. By filing a lawsuit, he exposed the slave traders who sold him, published the acclaimed 
autobiography "Twelve Years a Slave" in 1853, delivered a series of public lectures, and aided fugitive slaves on the 
Underground Railroad in Vermont. 

Solomon Northup's story still resonates today as we reflect on the significance of the 150th anniversary of Abraham 
Lincoln's Emancipation Proclamation and the enduring promise of freedom from all forms of modern slavery. 
Solomon Northup serves as an inspiration to all who believe in humanity's inalienable right to life, liberty and the 
pursuit of happiness. 
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